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their hands. It is sometimes said, by humane but inexact
moralists, that since all obligation rests at bottom on the
same foundation, chanty is as much a claim upon us as
justice, and that we violate a right not less when we neglect
to fly to the relief of distress, than if we were to steal a
neighbour's purse1. The difference, it is contended, goes
no deeper than this: that in the latter case it is found
practicable to enforce the right by coercion of law \ while
m the former it is not: but the absence or presence of
positive enactment is a mere affair of external machmeiy,
leaving the inner essence of the two duties still the same.
The truth and the falsehood contained in this doctrine
easily fall asunder at the touch of the principle just laid
down. As between man and man, it is not true that the
claim to justice and to mercy are of equal validity, dis-
criminated only by the possibility or impossibility of redress
in case of default: no right being established without a
common moral sense, or having any social measure except
that of mutual understanding, there is a vast interval
between the obligation which I have openly incurred in the
face of my neighbour's conscience and that which is only
privately revealed to my own. Over and above the intrinsic
guilt in both instances, there is in the first the additional
enormity of violated good faith; and though, on the one
hand, it is the sign of a mean and grudging nature to limit
the measure of duty to the positive and authorised expec-
tations of others from us, it would be, on the other, a
monstrous paradox to say, that those expectations make no
difference to us, and add no intensity to the claim upon us.
Were it so, there would be no means of graduating offences,
or deciding between conflicting suggestions of right; and we
should relapse into the Stoic fallacy of reducing to one level
the most trivial omission and the greatest crime. The effect
of mutual understanding vanes with the ethical complexion

1 See a Sermon by the late Dr Son^Jiwood Smith, entitled, * The prob-
able effect of the development of the principles of the human mind on
its future progress in knowledge and goodness.' (1818), p. 33.